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Charles-2-voices

paths

when i first met you
wandering in that pasture
(your face cast downwards
     obscured
   by your golden silky hair
 you seemed so startled to see me!
       like some wildwoods doe:
    this, then, is man...)

you said (when
you'd overcome that somehow
    wounded shyness)
you sought
  a certain silence
 that led, you were sure,
    to wisdom or its path.

but i made you look
at the burning sky,
the rolling sward, the splendid
ranks of trees:  o, i
seduced you quite gently
and had my will of you.

o, but then you strode away,
vibrant, head high-held,
    and i...
  head bowed, somber, speechless
         i search
for that silence, that path.
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     On True Love and Its Essential Value

     having turned
   and turned again
to that (now faded)
  portrait of you, a bust...

You are so much
   a part of me
there is no place
    i can say, you began...

And i knew this, that there
  was no forgetting.
  I knew that then.
I did not hold.  I let go.

     having turned
   and turned again
to your portrait...at length, for a while, i manage to
      look away.
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         To Grandfather
sparks rose, once, long ago
from this old campsite's
     fire pit; you can scarcely tell, now, some
fifteen years
later, so overgrown by
     wild wheat and foxtail, blackberry vines,
alfalfa...

my grandfather first camped here
some fifty years ago.  later
     he bought the land
and built his house.  (some dreams leave real trace.)

the wild roses are beginning
to blossom; the clay soil
     is nearly dry; in a week
or two, there'll be threat of fire again.  i sit again
on the rock
     i thought once to polish
with my jeans.

here, at spring's-death, summer's-verge, silent, in
     an oft-remembered place
i sit once again in my place, thinking to spy smoke
from a fire long-dead.
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         departures

having hesitated by a field,
overgrown and rocky
we found our path suddenly obscured and sat to ponder

us, and our selves, and
eventually decided
our paths lay different ways...
and then (humanly if not naturally)

 each blamed the other
and set our separate courses,
i pursuing that perhaps illusive beast enlightenment,
or wisdom...

and you went (you had to go)
to peace, to some security.

...i pause often by that field.
--not with regret, nor even
  with real deliberation, without care for was and why
  and how:

i pause often by that field,
and watch the shadows change.
(Such tangled webs we weave!)
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         gypsy

gypsy lady,
your bold
bright eye is wide
as some robin's, your stance as upright.

(i wonder if robins
 hide deep-dimpled
 smiles.)

o sweet lady
why did you marry
before i kissed you
a time or three?
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IN DUBIOUS HOMAGE

these lines
convey no echo, give
no leading trace.
sumless, their meaning
  fast escapes me
as clever line follows clever line, as the master cows
and dismays
me with his expertise.

It's just that--
dammit, i know
i shouldn't, still--

I wish they meant something.
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         Non-requiescence

duck calling over overgrown lake
the thought of you:
red satin:  i turn away:
i make no sign, no outer sign
though i wish
a word, a cry, a gesture...
something to express
this...
sound in silence, water
in a dessicated land
(sunsummered sere): tans, and greys,
and the flash of that duck, you
the call of that gull, you...

and there is nothing to do.
this one bright moment (sharp as an errant flash from
shattered glass, stabbing
'midst the concrete)...meaning?
I sigh, i sit. There is nothing to do.
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        rouge

         rouge

on a face beyond lust.  Vanity:  the jester, our
tomorrows writ large.

Turn away, do.
Or i shall cry.
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         truth

it seems long since
i accosted the
     strange-eyed god.
and, o, the gifts
     that he gave me:
all
    have brought some joy, and all some pain:

but the worst--the best--
      is sight.
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             Let the Buyer Beware

Let the buyer beware.
It was in winter
that he met you, and
shyly touched you:
frost-whitened trees, and grass,
disconsolate...
he gave you a stone,
a small flawed agate.
("I look for them on the beach,"
 he said.  "It gives me
 something to do.")
It was in spring, perhaps,
that he loved you, though
he never claimed it.
You took him
or he took you...
the definition troubled you,
at times.

It was in sered summer
that he left, still
saying nothing of love.
Weeds in the socks,
     in the hose...and if
you could (somehow)
clean the heart, too?
Let the buyer beware.
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             dragonsong

have you ever
played with the dragons?--
     one changed me, for a while
and we spun arabesquesi

    in the wind, lighting
the sky in our fiery course.

ah--have you ever
played with the dragons?  i
    did; it ruined
my life.  i've spent it dreaming,
   trying vaguely to recreate
those half-remembered flights.
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voices

voices, from another room
thought long empty:
visions, haunting ghosts.
(i rarely search
 my memory, these days;
 there are
 far too many voices)

as you investigate, find
nothing, and stoop
to tidy, you refuse to wonder

what might have answered, had
you responded to that
long-remembered voice.

(:Voices, from another room
  thought long empty...)
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         rebirth

...in the years of my decline
(i can recall this
 quite clearly, you know)
      i knew visions well.

i would not speak
to strangers: i was
an unruly tyrant
     with my kin.

but i still was
foremost counsellor (though
given to sudden rages, and no one quite dared
     challenge that).

mostly, of course, it was
the unseemly pains of age, acid gut and aching joints,
and other discomforts...

o, but i had my power!
i was dressed in pomp, all attended--for i was,
despite those rages, still wise.

ah, though: reborn, freed
of both pains and pomp, i wonder; who will requite me
  for all the smiles i lost?
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         The Blind Woman

The blind woman is dancing
out on the dimlit floor, shaking
her head
and tossing her golden hair
(i have felt her
 heavy, well-kempt
 scented hair), her gestures somehow formless,
unknowing.

She doesn't even know
     i watch her.
(I sip my beer, and sigh.)
What does she think of, who
   does she see, lost
in her private world?

Later, walking away, muttering silently to my self, i wonder:
who watches my
  private dances?
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         tone poem:  shaded light

lakemirrored sky
fisherman set dreaming
midst wisped fog
and wind-shaped trees
the waters
    scarcely stirring...

having pointed at flowers, attempted
unwordy knowledge...

i remember the fisherman,
bright in the misty
       flawed refractions
       of pure light.
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         perspective

it had been so long
since i'd looked through
the attic window, i
    spent the whole day there.
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         song

sketches of suspended dawnlight:  weathered
almondtrees, still half-bloomed (ground
strewn with tattered pastel tissues): groundsquirrel
frozen, regarding
me intently:  birds balleting (and cats studying):

this is the song
that silence teaches.
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         anagram (3)

rain on the lake
heron 'gainst dappled waters: this fleeting dream
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         silences

In this little
estuary
as we enter it
there is no time.

These:  a sandbar, mostly blocking
entrance:  an old
rowboat, half
filled with water:  a ternii:
a duck.
In the distance three cattails.  A lone gull, far
above,
like freedom
This woman's cool-
fingered touch
at nape of neck,
at hand.
This moment does not
become.  It is:
there is no further passage.

Timeless, the moment
pauses and holds us,
(for once) wordless.  (In silence learned I song.)
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         memnon

this wilted rose
recalls you; its petals crumble at the slightest
touch.
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         sister

stripped trees reflected in water;
i turn away, quickly, fearing Apollo's wrath.
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         rainsong

i have stood
on hillsides, staring
at hills
half-hidden through
the rain, the mist
(the mountains
 are hidden today).

some things
still clear, the distant rendered obscure
some reminiscent shadowshape...

i have few words to say.  The world
is but a word.
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         self-portrait

Your desk is scattered with fragments
     of half-finished poems and 'novels-in-progress,'
the burnt-out
           butts of smoky days, you cough,

you have half-a-hundred letters
to a former lover you haven't seen
in a year or two (you don't quite remember, honestly,
     how long

it's been:  once you could count
the days):  scattered books
clutter your soul, your rooms:
       but, though you're occasionally

tempted to self-pity:  still
loneliness is far more bearable
than having to bear
      company (or so you tell yourself).

Still:  at times, in ways,
it would be nice:  to tie some knots, finish a poem or
novel or two:
     to clear this endless clutter.
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         the mourner

here, in the moment
you'd thought to think timeless, time
has never been more present.
your mind has become
indifferent, as your body struggles, lost in the thing
called love.

later you discover
you desire her most when she won't
be touched, unable to want
that offered.  only the
untouched, the unknown and mysterious.  and when she
is gone

she is most truly
your loved one, hugged close like
a nearly unbearable burden
of selfhood.  your chains
made your meanings, you cannot (ever)
let them go.
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         silences (2)

i have written
so very many words! the writing
the thing, assuredly:  a crystalline moment of vision

and somewhat-freedom...
my life consists of broken threads, the undone and
unsaid; my only expression, really, these lines:

unmetered and sprung, unrhyming, unpolished cadences
and rhetoric,
and endless seekings
of undefined, indeed perhaps

unnamed unknown
things...i have known most closely
and best despair, and futile
endings.  these scenes

occlude, refract.
...i have written so very
many words:  millions.  i have perhaps five percent of
that.

i sing, i say,
quite strongly, quite silently.  but

when i've need of words...
i cannot speak.
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         parable (2)

in the country of the blind, i've been told, the one-
eyed man is king.

but to be sane in the madmen's cities?--
it is suicide.
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         Transmutations

I find myself unable
to even outstretch an arm
to pause you!  (am i, then,
shy?)

I would have touched your hair,
if i could've.  (You wouldn't
meet my eye.)  I would have held
the nervous hands
 that told your tresses
like some rosary.  I would have
stilled your nimble lips, i would have
     buried myself
     in your russet hair.

--What was it
i thought to surprise
    in your
snowfed, twinkling eyes?

I have, of course, no copies
of your poetry.  Tell me,
what coin may i pay? there were only
a table and a few chairs
between us.  What made these
foetal gestures
     long for birth?

It has been more than a year
since i've slept with a woman.
Before that, three years.
Speak to me not of soft words!
i am untouched.  This greening
summer's-verge spring
tells me of life:
i celebrate endings.

I sing most commonly
of unrequited love.  (Perhaps
    all cynics
are merely disappointed lovers.)
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Is there some barrister
who might plead my case
in your court? i have to try
      to touch you, you know.
If not your heart, your mind:
   and i already know
i want both.

What will you think
when you read these
wandering lines?  Appearances.
   I would trace
the lines of your face
with a trembling finger.
I'd bank
and tend your fires.
(but what hand
 traces your sway's outlines,
 on what moony nights?)

paul told me marriage is better
than burning.  i saw
no ring on your finger.
autumn lady,

i have had too many
winter lovers.  (Your eye
yet avoids mine.)  I imagine
walking over to you, and saying,
"Tell me your name, do.  Gift me
with your smile.  Take my hand
if even for a moment.  Your words
     inspired me."

--I am silent.  I keep
(you feel it, i know)
glancing at you.  Anticipations.
I cannot, somehow, rise.

Eventually, i leave, holding
your face like a flickering Grail.
I have never loved
another poet.  What do you use to catch a poet?  a
butterfly net?  Slender
lissome lady, this
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is my swansong.  have you
pretty stones to give me,
or perhaps a flower?

--as the shadows lengthen,
i pen this, pausing
       often.

fair poet, i
would pass some words
with you.  i do not wish
nor hope to pause
your rhythmed sway.  yet just
perhaps our paths
may for a moment cross.

     ...
but these lines
are never sent:  the memory of
her face recedes, i recover
my comfortable solitude.

--and those gestures, those
  momentary dreams merely
   fade away.
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         perception

caught in a sudden moment
suspended
     like some feather's
paused flight, or an amber-
  trapped fly
for one moment, passionless, you merely

perceive her and yourself.  in some ways
you know the woman well:  the pouting
curve of lip when she concentrates
on a book, or perhaps one of your
poems, or rambling letters:  that breathy high
chuckle, which still strikes
your heart's strings...as if she were

some sounding strum on soul's lute,
or were desire’s summing...

have thought, i say, to know her
(and yet guessed
 that lurking stranger, hidden
 'neath the skin)
and been astounded by a revelation
     of the image's illusiveness, Maya slyly for one
moment removing

the mask, the lent facade...

but then knowing your folly
you recoil from the knowledge,
and hide it away again, returning
to that dear stranger, your lover.
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         love

little woman, at times
you study me as if
     to devour me.

...if you ever do
(in any sense)
you'll have quite a case of heartburn.
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         gift

what is this you try
to give me?  i need no slogans.  i make--and suffer--
my own.
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         the hippy

           I.
The hippy's woman
spends an hour, in the morning,
combing
her tired and frizzy hair, vainly attempting
to hide the scars

that clown her face,
distort her smile.

Gentle she seems, meek
(but the careful avoidances
 mask a thing
 the hippy knows too well):

her words wander,
refracting sometimes strangely: hebephrenia, perhaps:
or,
may be,

she carries scars too
in her brain.

...having outlined and
emphasized, I say,
she goes out to assume the burden

      of another day.

           II.

The hippy rises early,
most mornings.  Brandied
coffee, joint fuming brain,
he starts the fire...

and what will he do
today.  This home,
this house; a symbol.
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He made the money
selling pot.  (say
that softly, now.)

He built it himself:
hoisted each beam, shifted
each plank; this 'place'

is no place, it is part
of his self, writ large
and quite wordlessly.

He has missed the city at times,
to be sure.  He has few visitors,
here on his scrubby hill.

But he knows this hill
as once he knew lovers;
each curve recalling a secret,

a private experience; he hasn't
had so many paths
since childhood.

The land knows no lies,
no portents, no meanings:  the deer
do not cry of justice,

struggling against that
long vaguely sensed, and suddenly familiar spectre.

He has known, at times
a mysterious calmness:  "all things," he says later,
vaguely,

"made equal and thus all
things one, no division
any longer visible

"whether of self or other, whether
of gain or loss, where
there is no word nor separation."
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The knowledge, you see,
is quite quiet; nearly, in fact, silent.  I say, he
daily
becomes more silent.

           III.

They greet me as a friend
each time they meet me.
(But each hearing
 can breed echoes, with some.

Perhaps somewhere
i lost my sense of time:
i think
i have never been touched.)

Am i my own friend?
At times this same insight
is self-directed, pauses each
word and swallows each act.

I have never been, in a sense
other than a stranger
to anyone, at all.  The price
of poetry is silence:  but of its lack, noise.  I have
learned silence,
by now, fairly well.
But how do you speak
a lack of words?--we say

little, really, the hippy
and i.  Shadows...
this next time, I'll sharpen
his knife.

(silence
 has many forms)

           IV.

Fugitive images and
vain vague images:  once,
I can remember, I hoped
to be free.
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I lived on the hippy's
land, for a while.
It was bad for my art
and not good for me;

we drank those months
away.  Yet still these visions
of some esoteric brotherhood
will not resolve

to vain dreams
and self-deceptions.

--i have described myself
  quite often

as a voyager toward
truth.  but, to be honest,

i'm not at all certain
how to stand it, should i find it.
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         ghosts

i have known ghosts, yes:
of past words and actions, the ashes
of half-remembered meanings...

i speak with them daily, silently: without grief, or
pride, or passion, not confusing them with 'reality.'

i seem isolate to you, yes, 'untouched by human hand,'
an island, and yes,
i know too you wished to touch me.

ah, but these ghosts come between us continually.  at
times i can scarcely see you; quite certainly i can't
care.

i have spent most of my life alone
with these whispering ghosts:  dreaming foolishly of
wisdom.

...but the angry woman cannot hear
my silent whisper, and my throat
is too dry for me to speak.

         i have known ghosts,
               yes.
         and little else.
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         'koan'

 this great house
seems to echo with
    the absence of children.
though it was
the fulfillment of a long-held
        dream, almost

a revelation, now
it reveals only silence

     (in the long afternoons, quite often, you'll
wander the creaking halls, stare
       in storied bedrooms:  not wishing, really, to
recreate the past.  but
         this absence is inarguable.)

     the sound of one hand,
clapping:  once
a riddle you couldn't solve.
         Odd.  It seems quite plain, now.
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         answer (2)

you awaited answer so long
that quite assuredly you no longer expected it:
indeed, you'd forgotten the question

when a quiet voice spoke,
a small voice, perhaps
interior, saying, "not the thing but its meaning;

the word's inflection, not
the word:  uncurved lines
are the mind's product.
there is no certain course

nor goal.  between
birth and death is only a moment.  look.  be."  but,
no longer
quite recalling your query,

you merely pause for a moment, startled, and then
return
to your housework and vague musings

on the absence of joy, and dreams.
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         the actor

There were moments, yes,
when you thought to see yourself
captured in a cinematic moment
on some silver screen or other, meaning

lent by focus and photographic wiles...  times when a
fanfare or roll
of drums seemed noticeable
by absence...  times, too, when a script's

prompting would have done the trick, provided some
reasonable
continuance, some skein of reason.

but again and again you find
yourself, playing 'cinéma vérité', to
no audience at all.
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`
         after the turn

After the turn
after the final failing...wordless, you retrace
each movement
     toward stillness.

Each line as if written --each word prompted--
you find no
you can find no
    change...
though you would,
pride
     and time have spoken:
in detritus lies meaning
and corpses must
(at last)
have tongues...

Tear down that portrait, statement, attempt to name
the unpaused, that
alive in movement
only.

After the turn,
after the final
          changing...
walk, o walk
(quite slowly)
toward the newsprung, hostile day.
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         knowledges

with falling rushes
of surging blood you knew her, and she you:
tempestuous passages, perhaps
as much of pride as love...

there were times
you couldn't endure yet still needed her, wounding
yourself like
some speared bull at corrida...

It always seemed odd
to realize how little you knew of her,
once she left you; odd, too, to know
it was only your own reflection

         that ever hurt you.
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         moments

another spring day
suddenly filled with driving rain:  a gentle knock,
from
the timid, silly girl i hardly know.

she is full of the day, the driving
moment, complaining
of her uninvited houseguests and their unfortunate
habits (i sigh, yawn, offer

the peaceful pipe, sensing
the impending flood of words meant
to express inchoate thoughts)
and life
    in general, past and future.

she wants something, i imagine:
chattering, combing her too-long bangs
up, waiting for a response
i can scarcely imagine.

finally, she leaves, asking
me to examine her car, her
house, perhaps her life.

 ...
i walk away, grateful
for silence.
silence, and the spring rain...
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         signs

there were, quite certainly, signs that he was here:
although as certainly
we never glimpsed the promised heavenly lights and
ranks
of ethereal beings...

the story, though perhaps
not quite convincing,
was assuredly dramatic
enough,
with its angelic voices
and descended doves.

the presence, though long expected, never quite
appeared: the pleas
were to an ear if not unhearing, unanswering, the
soul's
dark nights still unlit.

there is only a rubbish
heap there:  and
the unpleasant reminders
and
memories of the people slaughtered here.

names are only names,
no matter how spoken.
that Word he was remains
unknown:  and though
perhaps uttered, surely unheard.
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         ghost

i had not thought
  to meet your ghost so soon!
it seems we met
  so recently...

but i have measured
  days like falling sands,
and measured the universe
  with a hand's-span,
            a thumb's-width...

have journeyed lightyears
  while sitting in an armchair, know
a host of characters
  i've never met nor shall...

salt passages and seawinds:
  swaying trees in summer breezes.
i was promised, variously, enlightenment, years ago:

i've never found it.
  the meaning of your touch
disappeared with you.
  ...how odd to meet your ghost.

(':voices, from a room thought long empty')
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         mistakes

say no more, i beg you
    (but you cannot listen)
we've said all this before, too many far too many
          times.

we humans
mistake love for lust, and grief
        for anger.  you suffered
my touch and i your absence

till absence overtook touching.
     now you long
for my reassurance, and i've
     none, at all, to give.

things change:  people change:
        and feelings die.
i've nothing to say or give.

in a way i suppose that's appropriate.  we know words
by silence:
before, and after.iii
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         The Final and Absolute TRUTH

In the spring of that year
we journeyed to hear
the great one's song.
Many miles and desolate...
three died, on the way.
(We placed crude crosses
 on their graves.
 We crossed their arms.
 We did not mourn,
 nor speak.)

And freeway became
hiway became
road became...
potholes and dirt, horses...
on our way to the mountain,
on the way
to the Enlightened.

         II.
The journey
changed us.
That
I must admit.
Faces
become more grim-
set, stride
more unpausing...

In light must
darkness
always die...
night's masks
aren't morning's, nor is truth
the drunkard's cry.

...We strode on.
Ten thousand passers-by, ten
thousand strangers, faces
glimpsed and then
forgotten.
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         III.

We left
the cities, their lands,
their people.
Paths
became crooked, perspectives
unclear,
shortened, half
illusion.

(Our feet became
 blistered.)
We spoke little.
Words
were for other times
and others' truths.

         IV.

When we arrived
we stood before him
speechless, joined
in his laughter
merely, and then
returned.

We would
educate
our peoples, lead
them to
the sky.

...Excuse my straightjacket.
They
think i'm
insane!
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         salvation

I would have burned with you; indeed, I meant to do
so.  But I was entranced
by the flowers in the garden behind you.  And when I
       went to join you, you'd already gone.
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         for nita

we were so close, for so many years:  you seemed
    to become a part of me.  now i remain and you are
gone: leaves, without a tree.
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         repetitions

we'd not expected or desired
to ever meet again, when
we startled one another
   in that lonely woods.

(spring dying to summer, green yielding to gold,
 poison oak crimsoned...)

perhaps it shouldn't be surprising to realize we tried
to recapture what never was.  after all,
we'd made the same mistake before.
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         shapes

the meanings you seek
i think died long ago.  silence
can bear many freights.  i speak not,
    expecting no listener; my words
are uttered only to the void.  some understandings
     are hard to bear,
can't be forgotten.

the shape a gesture makes
remains, i think; i'm not sure.
     certainly, at times, i've
withheld my self.  to not care...

i watch you watching me,
and say nothing.  what could i tell you
you don't already know?--
      you do not hear
my unspoken words.  but then,
you never heard when i spoke.
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         definitions

one can make no answer
   to the past; but then,
 nor can the past reply.
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         The Walled City

                   I.
In the Walled City
there is little silence, and peace
is nearly unknown.
Vague vain images flicker
here; suggested delights (somehow

different from dull
reality) beckon...

The place is filled
with machines.  Some can no longer add; others can
barely
walk a flight of stairs.

(The park has long
 been closed.  Even the
 grass is dying...
  there is no sun
       to sit in; only
 a dirty pall...)

                   II.
So little expression
on these faces.  Pretty women
turn their faces
toward walls; men avoid
direct glances.

The suits and dresses
in the air-conditioned spaces insulate the world away.

Separations:  going out
into the crowded street,
with its rude jostling
and smells, its panoply

of cars, noises, tired
gray faces...
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who has not
at some time dreamed
   of green fields, clear
air, uncluttered
        spaces?

but then, we all at times
have foolish dreams.

                   III.
Having left the City
for a while:  foreign journeys
in unfamiliar spaces.
lend me your smile
and i may be able to mutter
your name:  on todenstrasse, once,

a gang of rough men
approached us, and we
somehow expected a fight, being young, rather drunk,
and callow.
But they were only
common laborers, and as
they passed us, laughing,
they invited us to drink with them.

Japan was different though:
an island-city of a thousand
little deft people
who seemed to rarely smile,
as if born foreigners
within their own land.

--But on Chuo Hill, once, just
  beyond the train, i met
  an old lady, kimono-
  clad; and she smiled
  like the sudden opening
  of an unsuspected flower.

...in Hong Kong, Bangkok,
Kaoshiung, Olongapo,
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I sought some uncommon
meaning, escape
from my citied soul.  But
the streets

were all streets of that same city: the faces in their
masses
become no different, merely anonymous; the voices,
merged, unchanging, country to country:

all were men and all
with dreams:  and the Taiwanese fellow felt
   the same needs as did i,

all separation in a sense
artificial.  the lovers,
port to port, were one
         Lover; nameless, primal

and (perhaps this follows)
   quite meaningless.

...I have never, i say,
   left the Walled City.

                   IV.
I have dreamed too often of wisdom
  to have any real belief
  left in it.  time mutates:
  truth is either evanescent,
  a thing of perspective--

or nothing at all, a vain
conceit, an empty illusion.
These escapes that were promised: navel-ward voyages
and stony treks on thorny paths, crosses and swords

and the primal baptism
of violence...these hinted Mysteries have brought no
solace;
these sacrifices
have brought no answer to our prayer.
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Perhaps our rituals
have grown old, these words
worn by habit's usage
to nothing save
a celebration of the past.

Searching for a name, perhaps,
a way to be, a path
toward the self, i have found only progressions,
further
journeys.

Walking the grayed streets
of the Walled city, absent-
eyed, i have known only
night's unfailing preludes
  and endless, dying
  falls.
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         to a young girl

young girl, you are far
too attractive as you smile at me.  surely you can't
want me:
     balding, unhandsome, nearly wordless for all the
words i have.
yet i can't but dream

of caressing your
shallow breasts, of knowing
  those private words
and gestures; your form-revealing
   jeans entrance me, truly...

imagining kissing you,
cupping your immature breasts
    i make no motion,
no sound.  some prey is so fragile,
it not only can never be captured;

       it can never be pursued.
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         River Images (1)

still river by-rushing:
further down, angry waters, rock-flailed:
the sun's shattered image.
and, on the other shore

a fisherman, half-dreaming, languidly casting his
line.  such wisdom some silence knows!
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         Journey to the West

this sightly, seemly road
we've
set out upon:  at times
most
bewitching, at others merely

a dull trudging, day
to similar day, no new thing done nor mountain known,
one unrefreshed, thirsting

for some unnameable liquid.  (let us state, for the
record, that Lamb's blood and milk left only that
 thirst)

at times, to the side
of our path,
or before, we can see
shapes,
vague intimations of some goal, or ending-place.

...Shapes that sway
in the fog of a moonless night; peripheral phantoms,
never quite visible, straight on.

At times i think the journey means more than its end.
Without this shifting, dimly-seen path--where would we
go?
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         after cavafy

chewing the dry bone
of ancient desire
and self-betrayal,
i shudder with a sudden rage.

--but if you walked
through the door again?

two years absent,
in another country, some
other man's lover, i yet

think to recognize you
in every passer-by.
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         distortions

these reflections, i think, distort.
i keep striving for clear vision
for perceiving now
     and instead dealing
with that long gone.

you speak, i hear
     in now and yet
i act toward the past.

how odd.  as
finally, you turn
         and walk away, realizing
i haven't heard you:  not a word of it.
     and as i wonder
at your leaving, and then

interpret it
in terms of the past.
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       sudden wisdom

having thought, far too often
to love or know or understand
to name, to limit

confronted by the thought
of you, i've no response.
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         silence (3)

deep in the spring's
green-turning, dappled you and i
    bathed in the shaded stream,
quite naked and silent.

how strange the forest seemed!
            we could not speak.
(perhaps words fail, sometimes, net's meshes
 too coarse, too wide...)

touching you i tasted
most wordless delight

but, having risen
from our accidental bed, we chattered
as before.

may be, someday,
i'll learn to hear silence
again.
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         river images (2)

recounting your memory,
riverside.  the waters'
     liquid voice
knows nothing of sorrow.
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         Jester

Bright motley jester...
his voice was light, and high.
Guitar his accompaniement...
Fair! Fair! his face,
     and sad.

One would say his eyes
could not outlive the seeing
of the deeds he sang.
Fair! Fair! his raiment
     as he began the tale
of how he'd killed a woman
     in green foreign forests.

Done, his voice
     faded into sobbing.
And as we raised
     the rocks of our affliction--
   made
          him
   the guilty one...
As we brought them
   DOWN...
upon his head,
and killed him...
     As we killed him...

we sang his song.
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         words

these words refract my meaning
  so easily, so strangely;
are you, too, trapped behind
            them?  it's nearly
like some window, through which

    we gesture, soundlessly.
though we can touch--and yet do,
                  at times--
     it seems sometimes we parted years ago.

('love' contains so many meanings!  like
      pouring a river
 into a drinking-cup.  odd, it never
           seems quite to contain it...)

yet we remain together; trying,
   at times, to pursue meanings;
at others simply side by side,
           old friends and lovers.

but again and again
i struggle to find the words.
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         some flights

in this silent, ending
moment, i survey
 (passionless)
your scar-marked passage
through and past me
and wonder where
the meaning's gone.

i've kissed the blade,
i've tasted blood, made
my last sacrifice
to the image
  i made of you;
i can make no more.

you heard my song
unhearing;
my touch unfelt,
my name unknown...
i can make no answer
to the wind, the rain--
nor you.

i bend, pick up a stone
and throw it
  upward.
i do not see
it land, nor care to:
   i only wanted
flight.
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         spring

in this early
  drought-promising Spring,
seeing echoes
  of your face and others, and

other failed dreams, i
know there shall be other
helloes and other foreknown
   goodbyes;

that, quite certainly,
in some sudden tomorrow, pride
    and need and pain
will combine somehow with loneliness
     to make another illusion
of love and untimely kisses
not so much begun as

      recognized...i know
o dream truly dies, and there's
the rub of't.  i dream
         without belief.

in this too-early, dry
Spring, reviewing
past loves and past mistakes, i have
no great hopes for Summer.
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         false dawn

having known too many voices,
echoing with a dying fall
       within an empty room
(though these bric-a-brac
 and curios--mementoes
 of voyages to foreign lands,
through strangers' lives--remain,
 the room remains unfilled):

having too often conquered shyness
to make a gentle approach--and been,
on the whole, rebuffed:  at some
other moment, perhaps, or in
some other place, she (a generalized
"she," by now:  too many faces)
gently intimates, afraid
of pain and pain's expression...

having looked and dreamed,
moved by a fantasy born
of swaying hips or a graceful smile,
       a vision
of some other sort of life, another
destination...

having known too many
falsely heralded approaches
to love and truth and beauty,
foreknowing
those dying falls, the gestures
failed, uncompleted, the words
silenced in mid-sentence:

having known the tired, the metalled
streets and the men in shirtsleeves,
lonely, searching for a meaning touch--
or, at least, lust's requitance...the bars,
that promise in the evening's neoned light
cessation of this search
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for an unnamed, indeed unknown
thing (and you have asked yourself,
too often, why you need another:
after all these failed approaches, after all
these waxwinged sunward flights
and other follies, why)...

having walked among the prostitutes,
and within the churches, the congregations
of the lonely and afflicted--having known
too many journeys begun and ended
in fantasy, hesitation
having swallowed all...

having known all this, that mounted only
to an overwhelming question
for which you had no answers--
having known all this, and more,
you find yourself exiting
to the deserted street, to search--

once again--for an answer
to the question you cannot
or dare not voice, waiting for
    false dawn.
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         image

I have so often
reached for your image,
like some child
for a candle's flame...

But as i suck
my scorched fingers, i
find myself reaching
        yet again.
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         false perspectives

i have known ire,
and its following rueiv.
i have known passion
--and its waning.

i have felt what i knew
as love:  and known the bitter
aftermath.

i've known, too,
unknowledge.  (at times words
can't suffice.)

wisdom is not
necessarily joyful.

--your fleeting touch
  and the fleeting

pain which followed.
(but if the antithesis
 isn't followed by
 synthesis?) these patterns
form no clear mark
nor line:  there is

no staying point.
(standing on a hill once
 i thought to know
 the world.)  false perspectives
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         years

no, i really don't
feel old.  the years
have merely slipped away.
to youth's eyes, i know, i'm only
an old woman, beyond desire,
weathered like some limb
or dusty brick; youth
is short and years
are hard.

and no, really,
i would not untrace years'
markings from face and body.  these
are honorable scars.  time
levels; life erects.
(i still stand erect)

these years have merely
been years, their shape
remembered my making,
my name
 writ large in every action.
each step goes only
toward darkness
or the light, and all steps must
form a path.

grown old and somewhat
withered, i still
am two, fifteen, and thirty...
a multitude with one
face, one voice, one body.

and let there be no
quiet pity.
years are merely
years.
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         for patty

I remember a certain vision
of incomparable beauty
I hoped for, as a smaller
child.
I was uncertain whether 'twas
face, or form; perhaps 'twasn't
human, at all.
I never saw it.

O, there would be
a rock, a certain glade, a tree
but it wasn't these--
nor even
the doe I confronted suddenly,
one day (I can't say
which of us
was most startled).

But, I thought, on seeing
I would follow, no matter
price or pain.
You are nearly
     that vision.
Is it wisdom
that makes me only look at you
and turn away?



Charles-77-voices

         wounds

the small woman hides her face, each time
he passes; not
that this is so very
different; at lunchtime,

she sits with her
book, alone
against the wall
(her face turned
 toward the wall):

a pretty woman, angry-
eyed (no more men,
she will have, will
be had by
no more men),

a bad marriage,
now annulled, possessing
her like some demon
(coming home
 to find the drunken

(bastard pawing a woman
 in their bed; she would have
 killed him, if she'd
 had a gun:  or, if
 she'd had the wit, with

(a knife) and so,
when he passes (and when
he does not look,
she must:  does
he know it?)

she turns her face
away, toward the wall,
griped by old memories
and unhealed wounds.
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         Freedom

Riding from the west, the knights
     promise us freedom:
entranced by their shining armor, we
       seek this mysterious thing.

Ah, but, later, we discover
    swords powerless against
    both greed and death.
Odd, this freedom

    our masters brought.
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         leavetakings

storm coming:  greyed sky,
bowed trees.  The old man
sits pondering, alone, staring
at a faded photo.
Young, blond, pretty--gone.

"Soon I'll die...and really,
I guess, I'm ready.  I've sung
all my songs.
Yet still, it seems
I've one thing left
to say, or do."

The photo on the old table
before him flutters, trapped
beneath his hand.
Suddenly, he laughs
and lets it go,
wind-winged.

"Though you are gone--"
the table reads later, carved
"--I still remember.
   You have stained me
   as you stained this table,
   careless, on that last
   quiet morning.
   Ah, you are gone."

Later, the old man
himself remembered
by the markings left
by chance, by purpose--
now gone...

I stare, and wonder
where that photo
has flown.
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         elegy

old poet, you
who strive to teach me, i
can tell you miss
your classes! your scraps

of tattered accomplishments, clipped
and collected, suggest
your dreams' remnants, your
need for some, for any

audience, seeking
for response's hint, some
answer's faint echo
or intimation...

and you have known too many
too-polite
rejections ("no, not
quite that, it does not

suit our needs just now"),
have known too many
listeners, displaying
patience far too clearly.

old poet, with
your quatrained verse
and cliched line, your
failing, trembling voice suggests

your need, your shame half-hidden]
(you defend, i think,
 too much, at too great
 length--to no attack).

and, having displayed
your loneliness like some hidden,
shyly revealed (and ugly)
wound, you slowly fold
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your achievements' scraps
into your venerable, time-marked
briefcase and slowly, awkwardly walk
(impeded by your aching joints)

away, awaiting only
another, similar call...packing away, too,
that loneliness, like some
heavy, nearly unbearable burden.
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         visitations

pausing at
the Hill of Skulls,
we left three flowers.  (somewhere
near, rubbish burned; and a homeless mongrel
scratched at the earth)

but there was
(i am not sure
 i expected any) no answer, and
      after a moment
we merely walked away.

that Hill
was merely dead,
a blasted place, choked
with weeds and rubbish, and He

(i saw, to be honest,
 no record of His passage)
was not there.
(my mouth was dry.)

 pausing at the
Hill of Skulls, i think,
       perhaps
i left my soul.
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         reply

waiting for Zarathustra, i
    encounter only
illusive visions of a sometime,
     never world.
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         age (4)

The roses stood
without my window, now
bare of bloom, yet leaved, pleading
to sky for deliverance
from the coming
     fatal frost.
I would paint them, yes,
     tomorrow...and tomorrow
grew away.
     Frost come, leaves fallen
three bare
     reproaching fingers
jut upwards.
     Time is short
before remembrance,
     too, ceases.
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         safe

 isolate in a small place,
the woman
watches the world pass (framed
by the water-spotted window,
the smoke-stained curtains):
     desiring, yet fearing

the fancied touch, the dream-held
         lover...

so many advances refused!  (though,
to be honest, often
she desired to answer,
          yet could not...)
strange visions, unsayable thoughts
tongue numbed, lip
glued to lip...

o, and if only
for a way away, a path beyond...

still, lonely and afraid
she surveys
the alien, hostile world, safe
      behind her window.
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       Song of the Dead City

crystal, distorted moments:
this young girl's breast
   for a moment revealed, and i,
twice her age, cannot quite
   look away, though
i do not move to touch her.

and as a child, at her age,
i can remember watching, just so,
   my untouched love by-walking,
unglancing:  recording
   each hip-shot sway,
each graceful curve's allurement.

      (in Alexandria, they say,
      the Blind King parties, of nights,
      in the ancient ruins.
      ghosts and mad fancies:
          i knew
      the wise man quite well, once,
      long ago.)

how many names have i called?
and how many paths
  have i sought, yet unbelieving
in my course's goal?...i have not seen,
   i hope to touch
    my Grail, my Other:

     from some single
     point, or focus:
 to know all earth, the sky.
     the meaning
 of these traces, touches,
                approaches

     cannot be said nor bound.
that trickster turner
     catches and passes, unslain,
unslaying, unsaid...

         II
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In the Dead City
 i resided a while.
At first, viewing
         the new buildings,
the gleaming cars
    i could not understand its name.

     But when i
     approached you,
     you could not
     hear me.

      Too many questions
     thronged
     behind the first admission.

...silent, stumbling, deathly
          tired, i entered
   the desert.

(as i scribe my poems
     on the sand, the conscientious
         keeper of the desert, wind,
     whisks each line, each trace
           away.)

         III

Few words
have been meaning, most touches
have merely
   slipped away:  and have been,
on the whole, forgotten.

--When I first met you, i'd been
  in the desert
         some months.  My lips
  were cracked and dry, my eyes

were full of visions...
in the dead city, where
the madmen and the thieves
do roam and stray, you
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tended my wounds, my aching
   head.
i fascinated you:  ragged, long-haired,
   dirty...

 but the wolves
  or the madmen (i am not,
i confess, quite sure which) howled
    and i left, unheeding

to your calls.  (In
the Dead City, you
tended my wounds, and i
left you.)

i returned
to the desert and its
wordless teachings.

 o, i say, do you
remember touching me
in the Dead City?

         IV

and once by a river
i saw an old man,
     muttering,

i heard the old man
      muttering

"i would have silence,
   silence and a dry crust,
   peace
 and a dry crust

"i would come under
 the shadow of that Rock,
  that red rock, that
      dry rock,
 i would come under
 the shadow of that
        rock...
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"but at the Hill
 there was no answer,
    i could not find
 that open grave, i...

"i found no silence,
no peace, only plenty
    and much
merry-making, they...

"they have all become rich:
     in the sanctum
 whited sepulchres, they
   know not hunger
 nor any need, they
    have become rich."

i saw his hands, too,
marred by scars, as if,
  once, his palms
had been pierced...

 his hair was long, and wild
     as his eyes; no
salon would be graced
     by such a one...

he sat by the river and
wept, sat by the
    by-rushing and wept...

wept for the unborn
dead and all
the world's sorrows, wept...

but his shoulders, bowed,
     would no longer
support the world's weight...

       o, but having

 heard the Man
and his sorrowing cry, i
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can but search
   for the shadow
of that Rock,
       his rock.

         V

     In the city of the dead,
     in that City, madmen roam
     to and fro,
     seeking for a god
     whose name they
     no longer remember.

     (Once, i recall,
       i saw one sitting
      in the seat of an auto
      long dead.  That great
      God, i say, was dead.)

         VI

These visions
are illusive, lending
little connection.

But once, bathing
nude with a girl, i think
she was sixteen, and beautiful,
i
made no attempt
to seduce her.

Wisdom
may be called
many things.

Absent-eyed, dreaming
in a fall wind, i journey
far straits, datheless voyages.
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         VII

The winter, that year,
came early, bitter (ah, but
i remember
the summer's roses, sweeter
for the cold that followed)...

 each huddled each
to house, clasping
what need would call
  one's love...

odd, that the spring
should sunder so many!  perhaps
we know little
of those mysteries, our selves.

         VIII

o, yes, travellers have come
with names of their gods
and stories of strange visions, promises
of never-never lands...

the world remains.  though
i name the thunder Thor,
and call the earth Urmutter
this makes the name

no less of man, no more
of the thing itself.

at the fane of the dark,
the nameless god, we gathered

to celebrate our mutilation.
(i have not seen the
 light in some years, now)...
our habits have scarred us,

here, in this desert-bordering
city.  (the blind boy, sitting
across the square from my door,
    sings of sunset.)
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fugitive dreams, vain fancies, thoughts
of an old man
in a dry and unsolaced
season.  (peace, and a dry crust)

         IX

I saw you, last night,
dancing alone in your rooms,
   half-nude, with
a slow and stately grace.

But when i called you,
you would not or could not
      answer.

Passing one another on the street,
at times, we brush.
Though we're near neighbors,

you've never deigned to
notice me or my
feeble gestures of greeting
  (your beauty stuns me dumb)

--i should have been
a hermit, an ascetic.
rather, i hesitate

before touching or its lack
neither affirm love
   nor gainsay it.

but, as you pass once again--
as i review private, midnight
glances--
at times i ache to touch you.

         X

At times i ache
in the west wind, dreaming
of leaving.  I
have been here
     four years, now.
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(I know these hills well.
 Spring-green, summered
 tinder dry; autumn-russet
    and, of winter, again perversely
    green...my memory
 as my socks ticked
with beggars-lice...)

There is so much
i'll never know, though
through all those
  different countries i've known
there was really
small difference, small change...

At times, all the faces
i've known parade
   before me...perhaps

i have had too many
  friends and lovers.
dry man in a wet month,
   glooming over following winter:  perhaps

we're jesters all.  as i stare,
disconsolate, desiring
my untouched, unknown,
   mysterious Other.
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              Fragments
     1.
The joy that you gave me
has all become remembrance,
sorrowed.

     2.
Duck mirrored in the lake:
his hoarse call.
       "Freedom."

     3.
The desert madman...
they called him wise.
       He starved to death.

     4.
This face recalled:  surface'
reflection.
     So bright, so sharp.

     5.
And to truth?--silence
or a laugh.
         Surfaces.

     6.
After the word, silence.
After birth, death.
And after singing noise.
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           Twilight

shapes have
passed and passed before me.  (i am
not sure
if they were within my eye or out)
they bear
the faces of these daily
untouched strangers,
my neighbors...in my dreams
(these strange dreams)
they cannot hear me,
as i call them
nor pause their
ceaseless, unbearable pacing.

i sit encurled
about myself
watching, unsure
if i'm dreaming
or awake
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      The Hierophant

We've waited hours
in this dusky, dusty place.
Anger and fear
are mixed in our breasts
as we wait on,
kneeling, heads bowed.  (Perhaps
the blindness
is hardest to bear.  I think
I've memorized
this cracked patch
of floor.)

Or perhaps
these hours
      have been my life.
As I wait
for meaning.
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          re-creations

i think we were drunk
on words, that day
in the meadow:  certainly

i'd had no plans to touch
your breast, or recreate
that two-backed, insatiate

beast.  (looking at me, afterwards,
you could not disguise
your sadness:  i'd not known

you were married.)  --passing
you on the street, i find
it difficult to decide whether

to smile or ignore you.  some
knowledges cannot but sear,
some touches lend only scars.

have you also
revisited that meadow?
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       tellings

how do i tell you
  who i am?
and, having told:
  how shall i know
      if you hear?
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          meanings (x)

meanings and sixpence.
the latter fill the palm:
the former bring headaches.
you can't sell the meanings,
though that's all the pence are.
you prate of salvation, nirvana, freedom...
i ponder my empty palm.
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            prisms

in deep-murmuring forest once
we touched, in shadowed
near-silence:  i remember
your quiet laughter.

but the sun fell
and night came:  we must
have lost our way.
certainly, in any case,

dawn found us strangers.
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             reactions

I want to scream at you
as you sulk in your corner, but don't.
Naturally.  "Civilization is defined
by its level of repression."  Words.
     We've passed too many between us;
     there have been too many stormily
passionate nights and cold following days.

Ah, but you won't look up at me,
or notice me, rapt in a sullen
dream.
    I realize my age again
as I remember:  you've
         been dead for years.
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             dawn

having woken from some dream
  of holding you, still
tasting your mouth's imprint, clasp
  recorded by warmed skin's cooling, i
sit and shiver, waiting for dawn.
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          for S. Delany

tormented and wounded
in her words' tearing lurch, he

be-sandalled and be-spectacled
had wandered the tired
the metalled street

and tasted the stale fog/perhaps-smog
of three o'clock of a weekday
three o'clock in a greyed City morning

considering various
heroes, villains, and other fools,
having

run from the worded woman
who skewers him at times
with her merest glance

but has birthed these various
worlds, these unlikely
(and moving) protagonists; when

i stiffen in my last breath,
surely,
i shall see Kid Death



Charles-104-voices

                   STORY

that quiet
desperation fills you, for
a moment
as you listen to his story (the old
drunk's story)...
you realize
he is as you, save
for face, name, a few
vagaries...

But he is old, and you
are horny, and
a whore on the corner
beckons.  If not
love, lust, and the quick'ning
of the blood
(you can understand the ones
who regard
sex as exercise, though knowing
them blind)
that bespells you...

So you leave him, you
stagger away.
It is odd that
all that of meaning
in that day's passing
remains
is his story, and
(his incongruous, his beguiling)
his smile.
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                   ON HOPE

Within these halls are madmen,
great and small.
And they've danced
their fancy's light fantastic
and trod through hidden gates
beside various ruined skulls
and dreams.

Poor Mad Tom sings, and rattles
chains, and tries to dance, and fails.
Heavy the load and hard the path,
and steep is Tantalus' hill.
And crows in fields of green.

(Various strangers
 have accosted me, off'ring
 cigarettes, and wishes, gold...
   this faded, bloody rose.)

And song sung of sixpence--
moon surveyed, and called by name--
abandon ken, and brightly go
glimm'ring into darkness.
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         worldmark

the world begins
just outside my door.
here:  see the mark? i've traced it

quite clearly, i think.

do you understand
why so often
i keep my door so firmly closed?
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         meanings (II)

meanings.  this land
is drenched with meanings.
but the dead
are merely dead.
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     various anagrams

         1.

a rusted plow
half-buried in sand;
hexagrams.

         2.

i saw you
paused in your flight
before your fall,
Daedalus.

         3.

i have not yet forgotten
her touch, subtle
as desire.

         4.

clasp slipped, hand cold:
    the touch of truth.

         5.

flight encircled, ended,
       at return--
       silence.
  That word
     cannot be said.



Charles-109-voices

       TRIPTYCH

       1.
your face haunts me
like some phrase
of mysterious knowledge

       2.

In the sand i found
a gun, once.  i
was six...

later, much later...
i sold it.

 sometimes, i wonder
what messages the sea-
sanded surf
   graved on it.

       3.

And you are always you,
and i am i.  how
unfortunate we cannot--
as if removing overcoats--
converse without selves.



Charles-110-voices

       shadows

i have addressed you
  too often, unable
to not recall, scribbling

line upon line to
page upon page, knowing
they couldn't be sent:

we parted some years
and miles away.  you've
wintered, i suppose (i
don't really know, haven't

asked or cared to know)
with that same lover
successfully.  But really,
it hardly matters:

though now and again
i must pen lines in your
name, to be discarded
or perched in some

dusty file:  one grows
or one dies slowly.  and
i have grown to know

all the shadows of
my self in the reflection
of the image i knew as you.



Charles-111-voices

       unfilled spaces

Between eye and eye
there is a space
   unfilled...near silence, perhaps,
with vague mutterings
and whisperings.  (Beneath the flesh
the bone, the gut.  Truth, perhaps,
by other name.)

We came together
in the deserted city.  Sharded glass and dreams,
lights fallen, dead...
    there is no
life
     here.  (I hear your whisper
quite clearly.  This
maze.)

And, twixt fingertip and fingertip
not only skin
but reality.  I have not
known you, i have not touched
you...only the semblance, mind's mask.

We wandered there, only half
noticing that
   signposts had lost their meaning,
humans having gone.
    The wind gibbered...and you drummed
upon a skull.

We stayed there two weeks.
    You
left first, cursing, crying.  I
     remained
three days, a ghost,
     nearly...



Charles-112-voices

Though touch is not touch,
nor saying meaning, still something
   has passed between us.
And i remember
   that ruined maze, the city.



Charles-113-voices

                   leavings

                   I.

Too many words.  You're leaving
and I don't know why:  your reasons
have no core.  Or perhaps i

simply cannot understand. i
don't even know that, as you
frantically pack your clothes.  (I never saw

you do that without folding
before.)  I know you never
understood me.  Few people have,

none of them women.  I am a poet.
I've been told i am a genius.  I know too many words
(i have always known) too many

meanings
there is no meaning
to your leaving.
you have become, nearly

--or perhaps really:  i suppose
we'll find out--
a part of me.  o, what

shall i say in the morning?
how sleep in this bed shaped slowly
to your body's curve:  how sleep,

without your warmth? but
i say nothing, and
you merely leave.



Charles-114-voices

                   II.

These dog-days.  I keep looking
for your face
in each passer-by, while screaming
(quite silently, of course)
at myself 'How trite this is!'

--You shared my name once:  what
can you remember?  I keep seeing
that blond
starburst of hair:  damn.  And i'm
no prize:
i know that.  I have practiced silence,
perhaps,
too long.

                   III.

Meeting you in the street, two years
later, i can't think of what to say.
You chatter of your husband, and
 ask how I am.

I say i don't know, really, and
leave it at that.  You stop for a moment,
and make as if to touch me,
and then turn,

and walk away.  Still struggling
for some action, some response, i
merely watch you.  And then, wearily,
almost unwillingly,

i realize:  all of my acts
have become poems.



Charles-115-voices

                   anagram:
                  meanings 3

you promise me
meanings.  i cannot stand
the ones i know,
     i have.



Charles-116-voices

         For John Varley

Immersed once in silvery
     reflections (how smooth
this metallic mask, this muse!)
     in that cavern
(resting on quicksilver
    on Mercury),
     entranced, i was moved
(but we were trapped, and oxygen
     was short) to touch your breast,
recreate that fearsome beast.
  (I thought my desire
             'incestuous.')

Did you sense my momentary
      desire
behind my suit's silvery mask?--you offered,
     and i rejected.
How odd to find later that both desire
    and rejection
were directed at myself!



Charles-117-voices

         iv

at day's end
naming ceased, i sit
and sip

my cigarette, some beer
or tea.
sum unfigured,

lines still
smudged, and plan
unmet:

Simply be.



Charles-118-voices

           visions

an' i have seen certain
visions most misty,
rainbow-hued
and known some dreams,
some lovers.

(there are heroes
buried in the clouds.  i know that
there must be some
marking, some reward.)

still here, paused
'twixt heaven and the ground
some bantling stripling
scribbling fool...

(in certain lights, under some
moons, i have had
some visions:  of the men
who fell at Tir-nan-Ogh

(at the hands of the
Sassenachs:  and have cried
most bitterly:  yet
that was a foreign land,
and ages past.)

can you blame me, that i
gape-mouthed watch
these shadows' parabolic
course, no longer strive

to follow?  having known
dreams' approachment--
having known some touches,
hints of answer...

i stare at the clouds, voice
less, numb, stilled.
and shall the heroes rise?
Shall Barbarossa come?



Charles-119-voices

         knowledge (2)

I have known
  too many doors
to souls, left opened, so
        that some bold
        (whether in search
 of lust's requitance, love's, or
           the normal mixture
           thereof...) one
    might enter, knowledge
         offered...

and known the ones
who touched their dream, and then
recoiled, and never
          recovered...

the ones who talked of freedom,
hesitated, and were defined
   by their chains
(you have nothing to lose
     but your chains...)

Most who meet me wonder
why i recoil
from close meeting,
mind or body.
Shut the door!  please,
  shut the door!



Charles-120-voices

           Revanescencev

You pause to listen
to the song.  Memory.  (Here
my lover walked.  See
these signs of his
passing:  cigarette burn, stain...
this crumpled letter.)
You touch your breast
slowly, unsure
you regret his passing.  Still,
 for one moment, it is as if
      he'd just left.  (scent
upon your fingers, salt taste
within your mouth. (tears?))

As the song ends, you
light another cigarette, walk
to the window, and stare
   toward horizon.
And find you cannot remember
if it's near dawn,
       or sunset.



Charles-121-voices

          Sing

Could I tell you your name,
would you love me again?  Truth
comes often hard, and tongues
are numb, are clumsy things; fingers,
at least,
are seldom misheard.

I have seen you wander
before, after all.  Your leaving
came as no surprise.  And I know
my words have come
between us; that, too,
has happened before.

Still, the image remains, in-
violate; you defying life
and change.  I think
I know your journey, though
I can't
(or won't?) join you.

And I shall write a song,
or perhaps two, and then take
a pill, a joint, a bottle; anything
to still thought, quiet regret.
And I tell myself
I would rather sing.



Charles-122-voices

         meanings (4)

all you can ask of me
     is meanings: and all
i can give is words.



Charles-123-voices

         Preparing

It is the night, and you are
(once more) at home, again
alone; the radio is on.
You sip
your cigarette, your coffee, sit
a while, then try
to read.  But somehow,
that won't do.
You cross to tube
and flick it...and manage
to watch
for ten minutes
or so.  Then
flick it off again and rise, vaguely
restless.  If only...
but somehow you don't,
it isn't, and really
all that matters
is now
(bare now).

And so you sit again.
Wishing for a friend, a lover, even
a god.
But prayer's had no answer
and all are gone
and you are again
alone.
(Not even a pet.
Untouched as some lunar
rock or outcaste; outside, always
peering in.
Untouched.)



Charles-124-voices

Yes, there've been thoughts
of suicide.  Knife's smooth snicking
kiss, or gun's caress...
perhaps a dose of poison.  (Once
you spent two nights
sharp'ning your carving knife--
then hung it
up, unable--
at least, as yet.)

Untouched, you think,
and cry.  But grief passes, and you
have peace again.
You return
to television, peering intently, shoving
dinner in oven, eating
preparing for bed,

preparing
for morning
and the daily
little death.



Charles-125-voices

         real

child rainwalking
i in my shrouded safeplace
scribbling:
     whose dream is best?
     whose action is
       most real?



Charles-126-voices

         harlequins

look at the harlequins!
they're tumbling, celebrating
the day, life, the light...

i have known three things:
soft kisses, light,
and the difference
between...and have chose
light...

look at the harlequins!
one is crying, but
the audience can't see...

and wise men laugh, and clowns
cry.
LOOK AT THE HARLEQUINS!

dedicated to Vladimir Nabokov



Charles-127-voices

         fires

when the fires had died
we found ourselves dancing
       in ruins.

destruction was so splendid!--
how odd the rebuilding
     is so painful,
       so slow.



Charles-128-voices

         remembrance

wintered in this summer,
i find i can no longer
even raise my hand
to halt, even for a moment, one

of these passing strangers.
i have walked
all the streets i know,
searching for some unsuspected

turning-point, or change
(i have seen no signs
 set in walls promising
 dreams, nor even freedom)...

still, i find myself
vaguely dreaming that
someday, somehow, you'll
once again walk in the door.

dedicated to Hermann Hesse



Charles-129-voices

         obsessions

my first thought,
having read a poet
i admired.

"too bad she's so
 obsessed with sexual
     'freedom.'"

but then,
her husband
has the same problem.

great artists,
certainly.

...having remained
basically accidentally
celibate for far more than a year,

i pause,
and ruminate.

truth has far
too many faces.



Charles-130-voices

         tone poem: 3

 fair indian
maiden, with your
blackgranite eyes
(clearhidden
 your self, secret)
     grave face
sculptured finely
   and long
flowing glossy hair, one
would think you
some goddess.
Come, bless us, do...

 but you only
laugh, and smile, eyes still
clear and self still hidden.
Ah, we strangers,
all.



Charles-131-voices

         retrogressions

silence, too, is a word:
       and truer, at times,
than the mouth's mumblings.

(looking backwards,
remembering you, i discover
i lost my way long ago.)

when younger, i prayed
for knowledge, for clearer sight.
     older, no wiser, at times
i contemplate praying
      for blindness, and forgetting.

say, did you hear
the crowd's cry
for visions and for signs:
         and did
you see--their call answered--
     did you see them run?vi



Charles-132-voices

tone poem: 9

     paused once by the river
        i smoked, threw stones.
        i left no mark there:
     ah, but my tongue and brain are numbed
     recalling
     its flowing, clattering song.



Charles-133-voices

         If

if there were only
comfort, or peace, or silence:
if there were only
a river's unending
       rush, and clatter:

if there were only
fields i could walk along,
  unfenced fields
i could walk wordless, nearly
      thoughtless:  if

there were only
a pausing-point, a place
to mark, here-now, there-
then...

if there were only
that sheltering Rock,
or knowledge:  ah, but

hands numb, i touch no-one;
i cannot pause, i have never
known peace:  and i stay, afraid,
     within my private place,
            confined.



Charles-134-voices

         model

He did not understand
when you told him
you wouldn't model for him, though,
you thought, you said it
   plainly enough.

But then again perhaps
the pain was not
personal, and he meant
something entirely other
than you'd thought, though

to be sure, not likely.
Still, pausing in your
routine, you wonder
now and again, years later
what it would have been like

to stand before him,
nude, to let his eyes
(large, a bit wild, penetrating)
devour you, to see
yourself captured:  by art, by man.



Charles-135-voices

         promises

late in the afternoon, evening's
drear threat approaching,
she often cries:  unsure
exactly why, but crying...

at times she dreams vaguely
of freedom, as the colors
luminesce:  she has known
only safety and confinement.

she is perhaps at near-40
practically a child; and knows this,
as vaguely:  but there was never
any pausing-place, the way

was never marked.
she has had only dull routines
(and the clumsy fumbling
at her body--she's heard of orgasm)

with the occasional
voyages into bright 'reality:'
shows and night clubs
and the tv's shiny plastic dreams...

ah, but even if she were free
who would lend point:
what goal journeyed toward--
what promised land to reach?

late in the afternoon, grey
evening approaching (the smell
of steak in dingy passageways)
she often cries, gently and hopelessly.



Charles-136-voices

         feathers

feathers blowing in the wind...
dried leaves, this
stilled live fountain, wind-
swaying (ah, but
the dryads have become
           all silent)

these memories of absent touches
at times, in truth,
appall me.  (at times i yet
expect to hear some voice
unheard for years)...

shapes in the wind, illusions.
falls is coming again, boding
the rainy days to come.  (i look
at swaying tan, would lust,
but am prevented:  i know

too well passion's aftermath)
--the year's changing:  and how many
summers shall i know?
(quiet, ominous aches in bones;
 hair thinner, one become
 dependent upon 'dignity.'  (at times,
shyly, i admit that i'm
a poet, have been for years))
fugitive phrases; meanings, memories:
feathers, blowing in the wind.



Charles-137-voices

         markings

I've no passion to give you,
any longer:  time has swallowed
rage, pride love:  i know you.
I shall never be free of you,
having lived twenty years
with you, as your husband...
though, really, you never
knew the word, i think.

Women experience things
differently than do men,
obviously; though i've never
been quite able to say
why or how.  You have burned
through no dark endless
nights; your soul is free

of my torment.  I shall not
cease from exploration; you
ceased long ago.  Serenity, peace,
stability; you flounder
after them, clumsy; at times
pathetic, at others merely funny.

I remember caring
far too clearly.  At times i hate
this 'love' for you, this
awkward inexplicable thing
blistering my shoulder and heels,
spiking my heart.

You have become a part
of me, and that, perhaps,
is what i can least stand.
At times i've felt you stole
my soul, somehow, somewhere.
There is no 'whyness' to it.



Charles-138-voices

It stands alone, merely existent,
carved into my heart like
a legend blazoned on some tree.
'John loves Nancy.'
Ah, but
if only it were; i'd cut
the damned thing down.



Charles-139-voices

         sooths

the old woman sits sighing
half-shaded from the sun:  all
    her springs have run dry, she lives

for the Sunday promenade
and muttered lines with old
    friends (the summers of 50
     years ago...)

her husband died
ten years ago--to be sure, at times,
    she addresses him:  but yet knows
    he's really become

    only a part of herself, a reflection
    of the labrynthine passages
of loneliness, memory, frustration.
her senses have, yes, dimmed:  she's unsure

     what the young man looks like
     who's lived two trailers down,
for eight months.  if he's spoken
to her, she hasn't heard...

her body has become a prison, covering
a self only she can remember.
     sighing in the hot sun,

      the old woman sits, hardly
knowing Now, telling her memories
like a bitter rosary:  to
       no god at all.



Charles-140-voices

         on wisdom

having so often thought
not to love, and loved (though never
quite knowing the word's meaning), i have allowed

inaction, and actionless
insight to circumscribe movements
and moments...

the graceful curve of a liquid
breast, the flow of throatline:  i've
been bewitched be décolletage, the
trim line of a swaying butt, i cannot

separate desire and love, lust and need
to merely, only touch...but have
touched and found the need unanswered,
made love to find the dream untouched...

dreaming, in a summer wind
from the scrubby, dusty hills, i wait
only for vision:  i have no hope at all for wisdom.



Charles-141-voices

         intimations

See, here, this
bed where she lay
(sometimes she laid)
with me, with me:  i think
     she has just gone, it's still
     warm from her body, she
must be near
must be quite near...

         ii

And recall
you've left, to not
return.
Still, you're scarcely gone.



Charles-142-voices

         peaks

I had been looking
at the mountain, hesitating:
between too many roads,
a complex course
(few go there any more)...

when you took my hand
and led me, laughing,
  to its peak



Charles-143-voices

         river images (4)

i thought, once, to see
the river mermaid.  but,
peering closely, i saw it was only
your memory's reflection.



Charles-144-voices

         on language

lost in the youdark
dreamfoggy nachtvii

where touchly truth
brings face to mask
and sooth to seeming
  i
is lost in otherlight
where name is not
nor word nor any other
dimunition...

but then remember only
words.
for your
touchprismed
face.



Charles-145-voices

         minotaur

who, head downward,
paces his gridded square,
his perfect line
encaged!
and desperate, tearing
his own breast
for lack of any other, screaming
(but he has no voice)
unheard
crying for
the light, name, the light

and does not hear
(he cannot hear)
the calling of the man on the wall,
above him
(haloed by sun), his brother, who's
removed the mask,
looked upward
and escaped.

and at last
minotaur
collapses senseless
on the floor
    of his
selfmade maze, his
prison.



Charles-146-voices

         escape

this unsolaced season
of our discontent
did not come swiftly
nor unheralded.

too many nights
were drunk or smoked away, made
           (or perhaps revealed as)
evanescent…
(i saw Her once, dimly, as
 through shifting fog.  All-

mother, terrible
and grim, bless us, do...)

and too many lovers,
far too many
unmeant (and essentially unmet)
friends...

i have spent these days,
these many days
within this grey-walled
City, this killing-ground
for dreams.

nor have i found
escape:  it is always
a passage-way or two
further, or behind:  yet i know
it must exist.

as i die--
quite slowly, really--
 as i die
 in this grey City
i know exit must exist.



Charles-147-voices

         traces

having loved you too well,
not long--and having known you
far too little:

at times it seems
that i should softly touch you.

--gestures die gently,
and leave little trace,
like drowning men, and wind.



Charles-148-voices

         "Ginger's poem"

caught and held within
a timeless space, a spaceless moment
i cannot say i ponder
or even what i do

(and i have seen you watch me,
 apparently fascinated)

unmade gestures, unsaid words:
balanceless impossible pauses:  perhaps
a faucet's dripping does imply
     the Great Falls.

(your lack of understanding
      at some moments
 defines your knowledge)

at times you can tell i've no
emotional reactions at all, a 'flattening
of affect,' that somehow threatens you,
as i dourly pursue my course.

(but anger
 never helps)

you wonder what secrets i mutter
selfward, suspecting hidden troves
of knowledge.  ah, but
the tongue knows naught of some things.

(some truths
 i've never uttered)

all knowledge is in fact private,
and all language is translation
from a thing more primal.  the event
  is scarcely its recollection.

(we know only of the moment's
 passing, not its birth)



Charles-149-voices

perceiving time by change, perhaps
it isn't strange
we can't perceive the immutable,
accept the incredible.

(i 'am' a 'data processor.'
 what of the poet? do
        i write my line in JCL's?)

i scribble in near-hieroglyphics, at times,
and suspect the astounded attention
you pay.  but when you can read my notes,
you're generally offended.

(symbols and referents
 are commonly confused)

         II
at times, you seem to take
concentration as an insult, silence
as a judgement.

i have spent years learning
both silence and lack
of judgement.  all things

in truth are unequal, and parts
of a whole.  each apple is different,
each tree, each cloud.

a rotten apple, an unripe apple,
and a ripe apple
are not three apples

with regard to experience:  yet
to math they are.
the patterns of the brain

are not necessarily those
of the cosmos.
there is, in truth, no Q.E.D.

there is no consistency of events.
there is no cause.  there is no
law, only convention.



Charles-150-voices

         III.
but i cannot break my silence.
i learned long ago some things
if said
bring silence.  my words are too long...
i've read so many books
in 20 years or so.
at times callipygian images
dance like sugar plums
in my balding head...

and, having spoken so often,
to great length and no effect,
i resorted long ago
     to silence.
judgement of the entirely relative
     is futile, and i
am no judge.

dying falls.
but when
there was no
    preliminary flight?
nothing, at all.



Charles-151-voices

         for missy

at the shore once
i watched your hair fly
in the surf's windy spray

i had not touched you
all that day:  was it
anger or a game? (honestly, i can't
      remember...)

we had been becalmed
by strange coilings of mist
that seemed to echo
      inner, unspoken fancies

(a rat ran through the surf:
 you didn't shriek, but merely
  looked, and wouldn't let me
           kill it)

...it was our last day, alone
in the fog's-sphere of sight...

the next day you disappeared.
if you were ever there, that is:

perhaps, conceivably, you
were only a fantasy, born
of the wind, the fog, the spray.

.



Charles-152-voices

         ghosts (2)

i do not know
quite how to say this, meeting
    you (or is it your ghost? i cannot,
quite, tell)...

these words tremble
at tongue-tip, behind
this jail of stained teeth
and clenched jaw...

i have not so much
grown, as changed.  i say
less, it seems, with every
passing year.  i have,

to be sure, thought of you
often:  but without regret, save
that i held on too long.
(how odd to see one's

past course displayed
without passion; perhaps all knowledge
is, in truth, illusive.)
certainly i'll never

touch you again, nor speak
soft words--to you, at least,
perhaps to any:  it is a year
since i last touched.

i know the flight of eagles
only as a spectator.  these songs
that thrill my mind
i've never sung, didn't write.

(looking pastward, all
 my days seem cloudy.  you
 were my autumn lover; perhaps
 i've simply forgotten how



Charles-153-voices

(to see the other seasons.)
i have no photographs of you,
none of your letters or
your gifts:  only my memories--but they

are far too bright.  the lessons
you taught me you never knew.
touching you, i touched no dream:  and i
am a dreamer.

i have not drawn my curtains
in some ten months.
when you knew me i was yet
a creature of storm:  but now

the storm has stilled.  i am
not the man you knew
(or thought to know:  as
 i thought to know you).

one cannot touch dreams
nor meet the lips of eidolonsviii.
i know no wisdom.  i no longer
strive to grasp the evanescent

Moment:  all rivers flow:  and
a handful of water, grasped,
is no river.  (these shattered
    reflections dance, splinters
in the mind's eye)
i dreamed i think once of
freedom and such things:  truth,
     and so on.

finding no stopping-place,
no way to mark now
from was and when, i
    am not sure

not sure at all, whether
i address you or your image,
your ghost.  certainly, when at last
   i try to touch you, i can't.



Charles-154-voices

         shapes

you ask my name:
but you don't know the language.

...nor do i.
(more's the pity)

dedicated to e e cummings



Charles-155-voices

         dreams

I met the seller of dreams, down
on Vintner's Street; he accosted me, promising
fulfillment of my every desire.

"I sell illusions," he said, "and that
is what you seek.  All men do.  They know, can
know nothing else."

"Ah, then," i rejoined, "do you sample
your wares often?"

"No," he answered, "i sell my dreams on
Vintner's Street, then buy their wine.
Most seek their dreams; i flee mine."

"Are you then not a man, if all men seek
illusion?"
"I found Maya long ago.  Now i seek escape."

"But what of the Three? know you nothing
 but slayer and slain?"
"I have known nothing
        save illusion."

...i bought his dreams, and try
     to sell them, down
     on Vintner's Street.



Charles-156-voices

         answers

you keep asking for answers
but don't know the questions:
my consequent silence offends you.

you seek teachers, but there
are only learners:  you search for measure
of the relative:

knowing only images, you pursue
the eidolonix.  and, having asked, finally,
the question 'what is truth?'

you crucify yourself upon my silence,
never knowing
you sought those questions all along.



Charles-157-voices

         knowledges

caught within a soundless space,
you pause, deliberate
      and search for words
   uncomfortable with silence

and unspoken being.  these
are not the shades you'd resurrect
willingly, aren't the insights
        easy to accept:  and yet

you can't (quite) reject.  wisdom
   is, perhaps, no easy thing, the bounds
you'd set not quite appropriate.
ephemerae:  this passing girl, a breeze,
         a smell of someone's

carefully-tended garden, a cloud
     momentarily obscuring the sun...
and, within (still fixed, wordless)
this knowledge, seeming infinite and timeless.

words are, may be
only the remnants of knowledge.



Charles-158-voices

         childsong

You hear the child's refrain:
  sweet, mellow, slow
(I think she is trembling)
  and your heart thrills
pendant from her voice.

And you wonder (glancing
  sideways at your mistress)
  where these things she sings
have gone, and why.

Faith, hope, charity--surely
  these words once meant
  something (you strain
to remember).  These words.

They torment you.  Really,
    though, you can't
say quite why.  And when
you rise to leave,

your question dissipate.
  (After having gone
   to the mountain, the pilgrim
returns to reality.)

Still, sometimes, you'll hear
    the child singing.



Charles-159-voices

         reply to a manifesto

You keep promising me freedom.
O! but i
have always been free.
These chains merely lend me
definition.



Charles-160-voices

         the poet (2)

as you pass, i reach again
to pause you, fearing
     the moment won't repeat, touching's
opportunity (having touched you so often)--

you wear my ring, we've shared
   so much and so often, and yet
when you are gone
       it is as if you'd never been

here (as if
our hands had never met, nor lips...)

--and indeed you pause and smile
 all uncomprehending

and go on.
the flame, unstilled.  and rather
       than speaking, i write
these words you'll never read:  because

you are not there
and never were:  i'm married merely
           to my dreams.



Charles-161-voices

         river images (3)

the weeping willow
gently counts its leaves
into the water, praying
to an unknown god.



Charles-162-voices

         teacher

i ask for truths
and all you give
     are words               (these meanings, thronged,
                              add to nothing)
     how odd that later
     these words, these meanings
         are all in the hearing:  and that,
     later, i realize

                again
         there are no teachers:
              only
always, ever
                     learners



Charles-163-voices

         thorns

lady,
you wear your pride
like some crown
of thorns...
bravely
not flinching, nor brushing
the blood away
that rills your face,
your breast.
o, and
if you could only
(but you will never)
take off the crown,
forget that pride...
perhaps you wouldn't bleed.



Charles-164-voices

The Rejected Lover (feminine viewpoint)

you ask for my gentlest
touches, and i
have none to give you.
i've no more soft words,
no beguiling lies to tell you.

three years ago i burned
with love and rage;
and now it does not matter.
o, have i waxed
or waned?--i cannot

touch you, give the contract
you desire.  not having known
freedom, i cannot know
bondage.  you stare at me,
surprised, affronted.

and then you go away; and i
am silent.  but then i might
as well be.  you cannot hear
my words; only desire, clogging,
heavily, mind and throbbing veins.



Charles-165-voices

         mountain

have you seen those
hand's-span mountains?--and
have you climbed them?



Charles-166-voices

         meanings

you offer me meanings.
but what have you
to replace my dreams?



Charles-167-voices

         eleutheria*

i have too often,
i must confess, been bewitched
by these shapely sways
and flowing falls
    of shining hair; by

the graceful allurement
of eyes, hands, hips
and breasts:  have
too often longed
       to touch, unmoving...

these lines have captured
my life and meaning.
i have dreamed, to be sure,
at times, of freedom.  but
    it lies around

the next corner, after
the next line...knowledge
cannot free.  I do not know
what can.

dedicated to John Fowles
*’freedom’ in Greek—from The Magus



Charles-168-voices

                   answers (2)

when the crystal flowers grew
we were uncertain what to do.
ah, but when they cut us:
    we smashed them.



Charles-169-voices

         memento amour

early winter's trees bare
stripped and sullen
grey-mooded sky above:
this you-shaped absence.



Charles-170-voices

                   shades

     i keep my shades drawn, these days,
though i'm not sure
         i can say why (at times
i stand behind then, shyly and slyly
drawing them back just
          enough to see)...

perhaps it's much like the girl
      who wanted my friendship
    or perhaps even more; i
was lonely and needed touching, and yet
         i drew away...wounding
her so that she turned from me,
         never suspecting i desired
               all she might give...

i walk past people, holding
my face still, my eyes averted,
     my feelings
     quite hidden...

and when finally
i force myself to speak
      (voice rusty from disuse)
 i rarely find hearers; but then,

i can convince myself
     i don't care, at all.

     as, lonely, i hide
     behind drawn shades,
            closed doors.

                                                          
i This was added at the request of a reader, actually. ‘An ornament that interlaces simulated foliage in an
intricate design’ is the dictionary definition.  It has actually become modernly used to signify complicated
designs of various sorts.  In this case, it is the interlacing and intricate design referenced in the
definition…which is referenced in the poem.
ii Small slender gull having narrow wings and a forked tail
iii The influence of Ursula K. Le Guin shows here; the Earthsea trilogy.
iv regret, roughly.  This stems from the root for ‘rueful’.



Charles-171-voices

                                                                                                                                                                            
v I’ve suddenly remembered that this, after all, a coined word.  The core is of course ‘evanescence’, or only
lasting a short time.  Revanescence has to do with the fragility of such an experience, and the fact that
‘experience’ is in a real way a continuous rewriting of reality.
vi dedicated to Shirley.
vii German for ‘night’.

viii see below
ix ‘the perfect’ will suffice for this.  The secondary meaning is “ an ideal image: an idealized image of
something or somebody”
[Mid-17th century. From Greek ����� � ���
	 “idol” ]


